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Research-based assessment and accreditation are the means by which policy change gets implemented in education. This article documents a rather wide gap between current research on early literacy development and both National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) program accreditation standards and current research tools designed to assess variations in preschool program quality. Currently, researchers can give favorable, even high, ratings to classrooms that only minimally or sporadically support language and literacy acquisition. Programs can receive NAEYC accreditation with minimal such support. In short, a program can be judged to be of high quality despite the fact that it only marginally provides what young children need in order to become literate. These shortcomings are especially noteworthy given that recent policy initiatives such as the Reading Excellence Act, the report on Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young Children (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998) , and the report of the National Reading Panel (2000) identify teaching children to speak, read, and write as national priorities. Unless research tools and accreditation practices are modified to register the kind of instruction that promotes language and literacy growth, the current enthusiasm for early childhood programs as a means to improve literacy may be undermined as preschools fail to achieve the desired impact on early literacy achievement levels.
History of Developmentally Appropriate Practice
To anyone in the early childhood field, the phrase "developmentally appropriate practice" (DAP) brings to mind the enormously influential statement ofwhat counts as DAP that was initially published by NAEYC in 1987 (Bredekamp, 1987) . This position statement was one of several important efforts that formalized a set of beliefs present in the early childhood world at that time. Before 1987 NAEYC also issued its Accreditation Criteria and Procedures (NAEYC, 1984) and, one year later, its Guide to Accreditation (NAEYC, 1985) . These three NAEYC publications articulated what counted as appropriate practice with young children and translated this vision into review and self-study procedures employed by thousands of preschools. At the same time, the research community drew on a similar body of research and received wisdom as it developed research tools to describe classrooms. The result was two widely used tools, the Research on children's development has outpaced work on the impact of classrooms and homes on children's emerging abilities, but sufficient work has been done to support the research-based statement on early literacy of the International Reading Association and the NAEYC (1998). This statement reviews research that reveals the beneficial effects of classrooms that are rich in print and books and organized to encourage Ten years later a remarkable change is evident in the revised DAP (Bredekamp & Copple, 1997). Gone are the alarmist concerns about academic pressures, replaced by discussion of increases in the diversity of populations served, with reference to the importance of Head Start and welfare reform efforts. Building on advances in research in the previous ten years, there is discussion of the impact of early childhood programs and concern about shortcomings in their quality (p. 6). Thus, in-stead of being a bulwark against overly academic pressures, DAP now is at least partly viewed as a means to ensure that disadvantaged populations receive high quality programs.
The changes in the rationale for DAP are reflected in suggestions for practice. In 1987 teaching was described as follows: "The correct way to teach young children is not to lecture or verbally instruct them. The next scale deals with Curriculum and contains 27 items that are appropriate for preschool children. Of these items, one item (B-7c, p. 38) addresses the need to en-courage children to "Think, reason, question, and experiment." Finally, B-7d (p. 39) addresses literacy directly: "Encourage language and literacy development." This single item is accompanied by a long list of valued activities (e.g., reading books, writing experience stories, allowing time to talk, labeling things in the room, using a flannel board, and encouraging the child's emerging interest in writing), but includes no indicators. Thus no guidance is given regarding which discrete behaviors to value nor is the number of valued activities required to merit a high score on this item given. Nothing in the preschool level addresses the need for teachers to display interest in having children identify letters, let alone having them read names, environmental print, or text. Furthermore, Curriculum items dealing with scheduling address broad aspects of classroom routines, such as the need for balance of indoor versus outdoor activities and teacherversus child-initiated activity, but do not address the content of classroom routines. Thus, no mention is made regarding the need for regular time for book reading or time for curriculum-related group conversations. In the remaining scales, one of which examines space, no mention is made of literacy-related activity. Under Physical Environment, for example, no mention is made of the desirability of listening centers, reading areas, or writing tables.
The companion volume, Accreditation Criteria andProcedures (1991 b, 1998) used by programs as they assign scores, provides little additional guidance that would draw attention to aspects of classrooms that specifically support language and literacy. Appendix A of the 1998 guide does provide observers with more details regarding the activities that count as examples of the type of activity valued by each item. For B-7d, the one item that addresses language and literacy, observers are directed to note whether or not staff engage in a number of oral language activities (e.g., reading books and poems, telling stories about experiences) and print-based activities (e.g., taking dictations, encouraging children's interest in writing). The most noteworthy change from earlier versions is the mention of "forming letters, and using 'invented' spellings based on sounding out words" (p. 72). Nonetheless, these valued activities are again presented in an unordered list; no guidance is provided regarding how many such activities are needed or how to weight those that are seen.
Curiously, it is only in kindergarten that observers are directed to note whether or not teachers "Actively work to increase children's vocabulary every day" and "Help children develop book-handling skills and familiarity with the conventions of print" (p. 72). It is hard to grasp why the guide values support for children's efforts to write letters at a younger age than that at which it supports intentional efforts to expand children's vocabularies and foster book handling skills, two activities that also should be encouraged throughout the Thus, while classroom quality is judged as being generally good, children are not showing growth in this aspect of literacy. These seemingly contradictory results are troublesome. They can be interpreted as indicating that Head Start classrooms do not have much impact on early literacy development. Alternatively, and even worse, they could be interpreted as evidence that children in these programs are not "ready" or able to show growth in literacy during the preschool era. A third alternative is that measures of classroom quality fail to describe adequately dimensions of classrooms that are important for children's early literacy development and therefore fail to identify those classrooms that are supporting children's literacy.
In closing, as the country increasingly emphasizes the need to support literacy development during the preschool years, the mechanisms that can help the preschool community provide needed support are lacking. While there is now a consensus between two leading professional organizations, IRA and NAEYC, with respect to literacy, their position statement has yet to find its way into the self-evaluation efforts that are required for NAEYC accreditation. Furthermore, efforts to monitor the quality of preschool programs are limited by the weakness of available research tools. The absence of appropriate guidance and support opens the possibility that programs will respond to the growing need to teach early literacy skills by adopting inappropriate practices from the primary grades. Conversely, the positive impact of some literacy-related program initiatives may be overlooked because the tools being employed are too global, insensitive to key developmentally appropriate innovations, or both.
